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Let’s explore the “assessment” theme in selections 
from the Great Lakes Great Books Award list for 
the 2015-16 school year. These five titles feature 
protagonists who each face the true test of charac-
ter and demonstrate the determination to tackle 
challenges as they arise.
The GLGB committee selects 40 books, pub-
lished within the last two years, to introduce as 
new literature into K-12 classrooms on an annual 
basis. Teachers and librarians provide students 
with books from their grade level lists and allow 
students to vote on their favorites. GLGB is 
one of Michigan Reading Association’s Student 
Involvement projects, promoting students’ active 
participation in the reading process. You’ll find a 
classroom ballot, promotional bookmarks, and the 
opportunity to nominate a book for next year at: 
http://michiganreading.org/studentinvolvement/
great-lakes-great-books. After you read the books 
at your grade level, have fun reading them all!
THREE BEARS IN A BOAT, by David Soman, 
is nothing like the story of The Three Bears. These 
three bears, Theo, Dash, and Charlie, are cubs 
who have broken their mother’s blue seashell and 
promptly set out on a quest to replace it. They 
meet interesting boaters along the way, and resist 
tempting side trips in order to stay focused on 
their mission; but they’re unsuccessful in the hunt 
for the blue seashell. With their moods deflated 
and large storm clouds moving in, they begin to 
squabble. Realizing they must work together in the 
face of danger, they complete their journey and 
return safely home where Mama Bear waits for an 
explanation of their absence. The three bears, in a 
true test of their character, confess to their mis-
behavior and the reason they left home without 
permission. If the story isn’t heartwarming enough, 
the watercolor illustrations 
are a treat for your eyes. 
Kindergarten and first grade 
readers will get a chuckle 
from the illustration where 
the bears swim underwater 
investigating every possi-
ble, yet unlikely, place for a 
seashell.
FIREBIRD, by Misty 
Copeland, is Misty’s own 
story told through her 
role as mentor to a young 
ballet dancer. The text is in verse and very short. 
Readers in grades 2 and 3 will want to focus on 
the words, as capitalization and punctuation have 
not been added. However, the message is clear 
that “the space between you and me” is the gap 
between a youngster with a dream to dance and 
a grown-up who has achieved that dream. Misty 
Copeland bridged the gap by working extra hard 
to become the best of ballet dancers. She is known 
for her portrayal of the Firebird in the ballet of the 
same name, changing expectations of success for 
dark-skinned ballerinas around the world. The dis-
tinctively bold illustrations of Christopher Myers 
emphasize elongated limbs and positions of ballet 
dancers in all their beauty.
HALF A CHANCE, by Cynthia Lord, is a coming-
of-age novel filled with the thoughts, questions and 
emotional reactions familiar to students in grades 
4 and 5. Lucy, the daughter of a famous photogra-
pher, loves photography and aspires to be as good 
as her father. She’s been taught to find “the story in 
the shot” when looking for a good photo. When 
her father agrees to judge a photo contest, Lucy 
enters under an assumed name because she wants 
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to be judged on her talent, not her last name. 
While seeking the perfect photo, Lucy also gets to 
know her neighbor, Nate, and his grandmother, 
who is slowly slipping into dementia. The camera 
reveals what Nate and his family don’t want to see, 
but will it cost Lucy his friendship in order to win 
the contest?
THE CROSSOVER, by Kwame Alexander, was 
written for middle schoolers and is a story of 
strong character that was recognized with both a 
John Newbery Medal and a Coretta Scott King 
Honor Award in 2015. This is the story of Josh, 
the twin brother of Jordan, and son of professional 
parents who have every expectation that their boys 
will succeed in academics and sports and then 
enter into college. It doesn’t take many words to 
tell the story because the text is written in verse, 
limited to a single column down the left side of 
each page. However, the words used are well-cho-
sen and packed with emotion, conveying the ques-
tions and concerns Josh has about life, basketball, 
and his father’s mysterious reluctance to take on 
a coaching job when it’s evident that he loves the 
game.
In stark contrast to the family expectations and 
challenges experienced by Josh and Jordan, 
DARIUS & TWIG, by Walter Dean Myers, 
features best friends from a Harlem neighborhood 
who have managed to pursue and excel in their 
fields of interest: Darius as a writer and Twig as 
a runner. Faced with individual challenges that 
include unsavory and unsupportive family mem-
bers, bullies at school, and danger on the streets, 
these teens strive to find a way out of the neigh-
borhood and into college. Instead of letting them-
selves fall into despair over their lots in life, Darius 
and Twig encourage each other’s progress and 
keep working toward their individual goals. Myers 
scores big with this tale of steadfast friendship and 
determination.
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